Jahan by Nazar, Mahum
Pakistani Transgender Women Oral History Project
Interview with: Jahan
Interviewed by: Mahum Nazar
Transcriber: Mahum Nazar
Date of interview: 28 July, 2021




MN: Welcome. Today’s date is July 28th and the day is Wednesday and I am
interviewing Jahan today through Whatsapp. She is in Pakistan and I am in America.
I am conducting this interview for my project for the Master's program of Human
Rights. To start off, Jahan, will you introduce yourself and tell us a little bit about
yourself?
0:34
J: Okay Mahum, how are you? I myself am doing really well, thank God. My name is
Jahan and I am a self-perceived trans woman. I am from Lahore, Pakistan and I
work as an administrator at a community-based organization.
0:56
MN: Okay. And would you tell a little bit about your childhood, meaning where was
your childhood spent and how it has shaped you and how you are today?
1:11
J: Okay if I were to compare my childhood and the childhood of other trans women,
there would be many similarities. If I were to combine all of our things together,
then I would say that I was born with a male genitalia but ever since childhood I
recognized that I was different from my other siblings. Because of this, within
society, especially when you are growing up and when you have an immature mind
where you have no concept of what is a gender and what is the difference between
a boy and a girl and a third gender, and during this time period you are moving
freely with this immature mindset. So even I did not know about the difference
between a girl and a boy and I was brought up like a boy, but still I used to like
playing with my female cousins. Like we used to play house and with dolls in our
childhood and I was not comfortable with playing with my male cousins because
when they would be playing cricket or football, I was not interested. Rather,
whenever my female cousins were playing something, even though no game can be
associated with a particular gender, but in whatever the girls were taking interest
in, I thought that would be good for me too, hence, I took interest in those things as
well. So during my childhood I would play hide and seek with my cousins and even
when we were not involved in any physical activity, even us sitting together and
talking to each other and playing wedding was what I was a part of. I was definitely
not interested in going outside and playing cricket or football. So sometimes when
a family undergoes peer pressure, like a child of a family is regarded as different





So I was being forced by my parents to go to the playground and play cricket or
football like the other male cousins, but my heart was not in it. My behavior was
quite different from my siblings and male cousins, so whenever I would go to
school, I would get bullied because my voice was feminine unlike other boys and
even my rising, sitting and standing style was a little different and my gestures were
different like I would move my hands whenever I would speak. My hands would
usually flow. Even my male cousins in my own family would bully me and ask me
why I was talking like a girl and why I was involved in girls activities. So like everyone
else, my childhood which was a time period was a depressing time which I did not
recognize back then because you are not aware of what depression is at that age,
but now when I think back at that time, which is an age which is enjoyable for many
children and remembered throughout their life journey, I realize that my childhood,
although was good thank God because I belonged to a good family, but I was
bullied in schools and by my male cousins, just because I was little different from
them.
4:36
MN: So is your family aware of your transgender identity?
4:43
J: Yes Alhumdulillah. Now my parents know about my transgender identity and they
are quite okay with it. But obviously you have to take a stand for yourself. Like I am
26 and I took a stand and now I am working within a community based
organization. I have done my studies and I have just completed my MS from the
University of Punjab. It is kind of a big achievement for me because as a
transgender, I have finished my master’s. But I would like to tell you that I have
completed my studies with my male identity because I knew that if I were to go to
college wearing feminine clothes, then everybody would have bullied me and made
fun of me and the target which I had set for myself would not have been achieved.
Therefore, throughout my studies, I took on a male identity and once I was done, I
sat down with my parents and explained to them and informed them. MashAllah
(Praises to God) my mother and my father-my father is a little dominating because




J: And males are already regarded as the dominating gender in Pakistan. So my
mother gradually started understanding and I did a lot of counselling with her and
told that look, ever since I was little I did not understand the difference between a
boy and a girl, and since then I have been in front of you, and nobody ever told me
that I have to take interest in girly things, or my brothers who are younger and
older than me, during childhood nobody told them anything about gender roles or
whether they should participate in certain activities which are more masculine.
Therefore, I said that it is like a natural thing. So MashAllah now my parents
understand this.
6:38
MN: This is a really great thing. I am glad to hear this because family support is
really important.
6:44
J: Family support helps you in various places. When you are feeling depressed and if
you don’t have support, especially your parent’s and family’s support, then you are
more likely to get involved in different negative activities just to release your stress.
So Alhumdulillah (thank God) I feel like I am privileged that I did not have to face
any of that.
7:08
MN: So in your opinion, why do you think there is so much stigma and discomfort
attached to a transgender identity in Pakistan?
7:19
J: Okay so if you were to talk about the transgender identity and connect it to the
Pakistani population out of 100%, I would say that only 10% of the work has been
done where people accept you. But there is still a lot of work to be done in relation
to the transgender idenitity acceptance.
7:40
MN: So in your opinion, like in Pakistan…
7:44
J: And like I have told you, I am the privileged one. Like my parents were
understanding, perhaps because they were literate and they understood these
kinds of things. But there are many trans women, like above 70% there are trans
women who have families who do not understand. Maybe they have pressure from
their families or pressure from the society, or maybe their parents are brought up
in a way where they have never been exposed to a transgender identity before. And
even if I were to talk about trans men along with my experiences, they are also a big
disaster for their families because they are asked, how dare they do this? So if I
were to compare myself with the rest of the trans community, I just feel a sense of
privilege because I was able to complete my education and I proved to my parents
that as a transgender, I am not different from the rest of my siblings. If they were
able to complete their education and master’s or an MPHIL, then see that I am the
normal one and I can do that as well. Like I am working, and my brother is also
working after finishing his studies and my sister is also working, so I am also a
normal human being. I am not different. I studied with my siblings and now I am
working, just like them.
9:14
MN: Yes definitely. As a transgender woman living in Pakistan, when you interacted
with the society and the people, what have your experiences been? Are there any
lessons you have learned?
9:39
J: Alright. In regards to my trasngender identity, like I have mentioned to you about
my education and how I finished it with my male identity because I knew if I were to
finish my education with my self-perceived identity, then maybe I would not have
been able to achieve the goals I have set for myself because in Pakistan especially
you experience a lot of stigma and discrimination. So I was able to complete my
education in this manner. The university level is a kind of level where when you are
in the university, the rest of the student body, your class fellows, and your lecturers
are sensitized to an extent and are mature enough to understand a transgender
identity. But this is not prominent in Pakistan because when I got admission in my
university and it was my first day, I think from the first day to the end of the first
semester, so like six months, I had difficulty interacting with others. Like whenever I
approached someone for the class notes or any other issues I was having, the girls
would somehow adjust and talk to me but the boys on the other hand behaved
really weirdly. They were not comfortable talking to me. So then I proved them
wrong because I think in Pakistan especially because the transgender community is
on a grassroot level, or they are not educated enough therefore, the prominent
perspective people have is that trans women are either engaged in begging, or in




J: Pakistani society only has this mindset that trans women are engaged in only
these three professions. So to prove people wrong by showing them that I am only
here to gain an education and I am not here to make friendships or to trap people.
Like other boys and girls who have come to the university to study, I am also here
to study and with this, I have to endure a lot of discrimination. You would be
surprised to know that here I had to face a lot of stigma coming from my lecturers
too. For instance, I had a sociology lecturer and on the day of my presentation, it
was my first semester and my first ever presentation, and I was the only trans
woman in my entire class and the lecturer knew this and a teacher’s role is to give




J: But believe me Mahum, during my first presentation I was very conscious
anyways because of so many students sitting in front of me, because all of them
somehow had the same gender identity, like the boys were the same and the girls
were the same and I was the only one who was different. Therefore, I was a little
conscious. So when I went up to the stage and I was about to give my presentation,
believe me I can still remember that day so vividly and I get goosebumps just
thinking about it and how I was crying at that time. I was standing in front of
everyone and giving my presentation and the first mocking laughter which came
because of my voice and my gestures, was my lecturer’s laughter. And a lecturer is
the hold of your entire unit. Your classmates do not show any reaction until your
lecturer, who supervises you, allows you to do so. Believe me, the entire class was
somehow tolerating me and listening to me and nobody laughed. But as soon as
my lecturer laughed in a mocking way, at the manner in which I was speaking,
literally 70% of the class started laughing and my confidence level, which I got up to




J: But then I thought that I have set a target for myself and I have to achieve it. I had
a little conversation with myself and I continued and I told myself that I have to
complete my presentation, and then I finished giving my presentation. But like I
have shared this one example with you. I also had other lecturers who would boost
me and encourage me to finish my education no matter what, and tell me that you
are nothing without your education. You would be able to work with your
community and go so far ahead, hence you have to learn. While I had to face
discrimination because of my lecturers, I also had lecturers who would boast me
and instill confidence within me.
14:39
MN: Yes absolutely. Did you ever take any action against that faculty member for
his discriminatory behaviour towards you?
14:51
J: Um. The same conversation comes into play here Mahum that Pakistan especially
is not really that sensitized. Like if a class consists of 60 people and one student
whose confidence level is already down and he feels suppressed among everyone,
if you were to lower his confidence level instead of boosting it then if he were to





J: So this was a situation which happened to me.
15:24
MN: But I am really sorry that you had to undergo such an experience.
15:27
J: Look whenever I am sharing my stories with other students like I did with you,
then I also get flashbacks. When I compare those flashbacks to my life today then I
feel so lucky and privileged and I thank God so much because back during that time
whenever I would experience such an incident, I would go back home and think
that what would I even do if I finished my studies and I felt like giving up and not
wanting to go back to the university the next day. But when I would come back
home and lay on my bed and it was time to sleep then I would ponder and say to
myself that I would not compromise my studies because of another person. So
again I would boost myself up and give myself counselling and then the next day I
would be ready to go to the university once again.
16:14
MN: Definitely. I think you pushed yourself and remained strong. It is a very big
accomplishment that you finished your studies and graduated.
16:25
J: You can think that up to the school level or the college level you would experience
discrimination to a certain extent. But to experience discrimination at the university
level is upsetting because you believe that people are more mature minded. These
are the conditions of Pakistani universities.
16:44
MN: Hmm. Okay let’s move on to the next question. In Pakistan there is a
prominence of close-knit communities where in one house, many generations are
living under the same roof. Like maternal aunts and uncles are living together…
17:12
J: Mahum, could you speak a little louder please.
17:13
MN: Oh sorry. I can repeat my question. Like in Pakistan there are many close-knit
communities. The family structure consists of paternal aunts and uncles living
together with one another. With such a family structure, how do you think it can
harm or benefit someone who identifies as a trasgender?
17:46
J: Yes in Pakistan it is very common that your family unit is like this and you are
living in a joint family. I was also brought up in a joint family and in my house there
were my paternal uncles and aunts and all of my cousins. Like obviously then,
because the rest of the kids were normal-I mean I was normal too but in their eyes
maybe I was not normal and my expressions were not normal. So to digest all of
this was perhaps difficult for them and there were times when they would directly
confront me and ask me why I was running and walking like a girl. Instead, I should
learn how to walk and run like a boy. You would not believe it but when we would
be going to school in the morning, because I was living in a joint family like I already
told you, all of us cousins would go to the same school and because the school was
a walking distance, we would just walk to school. So whenever my paternal uncles
or uncles or even my parents would drop all of us to school sometimes, but
whenever an uncle or an aunt was dropping us off at school then they would
always taunt me in the mornings in front of everyone and ask me why was I walking
in such a crude way and why can’t I walk decently like everyone else, because I was
studying at a cadet school. So how everyone else is walking in a decent way, I
should walk that way too but I was trying at that time. I would not say I was like this
from the beginning but I tried a lot to overcome my gestures and be like how my
family wanted me to be but obviously that did not happen, and that does not
happen anyways.
19:27
MN: Yes definitely. So has covid changed your life or impacted you in any way? I
mean obviously the whole world was impacted but in your life specifically, were
there any changes?
19:46
J: My life was not impacted so much because I was working with a community based
organization and I was working there and when covid was really prominent then I
was here to represent my community. We were providing nutrition bags and ration
bags and immunity booster bags within my organization. I was like continuously
doing work during covid. Now if I were to talk about the rest of my community then
their situation was different from mine. For one thing, you were supposed to stay in
your house and not go outside because of the dangers of getting covid. The trans
community usually, like I have told you before, is engaged in these three activities
of sex work, begging, or performing at functions so during covid, all these three
activities got stopped. You could not go outside and beg, you could not go at a
gathering and dance, and you could not do any sex work because of the shortage of
clients. So the rest of the community’s situation was like hand-to-mouth, meaning
they did not have anything to eat and there was no food. If they were doing some
little work here and there, like within sectors or were part of a vocational training




J: ...so all of these institutions were closed and as a result, covid created a disaster
for the [trans] community.
21:18
MN: So has Pakistan, not only during covid, but has the country done anything
positive for its transgender community up to this day?
21:30
J: Yes. If I were to look at the government level in Pakistan then its 0%, 0% was the
squotage rate and especially for the transgender community nobody raised a voice.
But many of the community based organizations and NGOs took the initiative and
they spoke with the local and international donors and told them about their
difficulties and the community’s difficulties and then the procedure of distribution
and helping the community took place which I told you about. This was on our level
and if we were to talk about the government level then there was no initiative from
the government in regards to the covid relief.
22:17
MN: And aside from covid, like I know recently a bill was passed regarding public
education for transgenders.
22:29
J: Yes there was no specific bill passed for education. In 2018, the transgender
protection act was passed through the government and one of its segment
included the right to education. But right now there has been no such initiative. We
do not want there to be a special school opened for us because the transgender
community is already so suppressed and isolated from the rest of the society. So if
you open a separate school for them or a separate vocational training center then
they would get completely isolated. We are talking about inclusion here. We are
talking about changing the mindsets here and reducing the stigma and
discriminaiton. So if a little kid who has a different gender, or if a male gender is
studying with a female gender during childhood then they have no issues with





J: So in this manner, if we were to integrate the [transgender] community with
them, then I think this would be a really good step.
23:44
MN: Yes absolutely. I agree. So these were all the questions I had for you. Is there
anything else you would like to talk about that I did not ask you a question about?
24:03
J: Your questions have ended?
24:05
MN: Yes my questions have ended.
24:08
J: Okay. I would like to talk to you about this and wherever and in whichever
platform I go to, I say this too that look, if you want to make the level of the
transgender community better, then first of all you need to work on their
educatioanl attainment. The time for vocational training has passed. Now is the
time to boost their education. Like how we spoke about the trans protection act
just now, that has various segments. When a transgender individual is not
educated, when he is not literate, then what does he know about the rights he has
like the rest of the civil society. He only knows that he has to earn and eat for
himself. When he has so much will and power to gain an education, and through
the education he realizes that he also has rights in this country, only then he will be
able to claim his rights. When he is not even aware of the rights he holds then you
can pass thousands of bills like these, but they will have no impact on their lives.
And if the government is making a bill, then merely that is not enough rather the
implementation of it is also important. You have to work on the legislation process
alongside and you have to realize how to work with the different segments of the
bill that has been passed. So this consists of 2-3 steps which I talk about in every
platform and I am also conveying this to you and I would like it if you have a
discussion about this and you convey this further to the people. First of all, because
the behavior of the transgender persons is different and they are not like the rest




J: And they are disowned at a very young age and when they come into the society,
they are not able to walk in a parallel way because they are a little different. So they
are sexually assaulted at a young age and also sexually abused, and somehow this
has a negative impact on them to an extent that they get involved in sex work
because they have no other choice. Like for example if somebody asks why do




J: If they do not engage in begging, then I am not giving them anything for their
survival, nor am I financially helping them. Even you are not. So when they lack
skills and education and do not engage in begging, then what will they eat? It is the
same situation with the sex work. They have no skill or education. Here believe me
even girls and boys who are MPHIL are not finding a job in Pakistan, then the
transgender community which is on a grassroot level has a very low educational
attainment rate, who will hire them? They do not want to die of starvation
obviously. When you find a way to earn easy money, then you would engage in that
just to fill your stomach. So the uttermost main point is that, like you stated that
your work is on human rights, first of all is to raise awareness through awareness
sessions of your rights in order to claim them. Then how to claim them, and where
to claim them and which is the relevant department in which you can go to in order
to claim your rights. The community is not aware of this at all. Now the civil defense
platforms or law enforcement platforms here, the community is afraid to go to the
police. Community has gone through major mishaps and there have been acid
attacks incidents as well, but still they refuse to go to the police. They say that when
we go to the police then the police tell us that this is your daily routine and should




J: So being afraid of this threat and looking at the negative impact the police have,
the community does not go to the police. But when a person has education and is
empowered enough to know how to call this to action, then many issues can
decline. So first of all we need to focus on educational attainment, and especially a
remedy for this can be the government restricting the parents to not disown their
children until they reach adulthood. This is one of the points. The second one is the
government imposing or developing institutions for people who cannot afford
education, like our middle-class or lower-class families who cannot afford
education. At least then their children would be able to study until metric (9th
grade). If any one of the students who reaches metric and starts recognizing that
he/she is different, or his/her identity is different from the gender norms, then at
least his/her matriculation would be finished at that time. Even with just studying
until metric level, he/she would be able to pick up work someplace. Then he/she
would also gain a sense of ownership like even if I am different, I have this right in
Pakistan and this right consists of different segments and if I fall under any of the
segments, then where do I need to go to claim them. Now with the right to
education and the right to health, when a trans woman does not even know that if
you have health care providers, or any hospital or any place where you get health
services, if you are experiencing stigma or discrimination, then where do you need
to report such facilities. So all the segments of the trans protection act, I think
intricate especially with education. You need to work on education only. When you
start working on education, then everything else will fall into place.
30:43
MN: Definitely. I completely agree with you. Education is really important, especially
to provide empowerment to any community.
30:52
J: Yes for this you can create remedies too and I say that the government should
impose on the parents that they, whether if their child is a girl, a boy, a transgender
woman, at least they should study until metriculation. They should impose this on
the parents as a hard and fast rule that they should do this, no matter what. Like
then a sense is developed that you have to get an education like in my case, when I
was done with my metric, I started to realize that I was a little different, then I knew
that in order for me to survive in the society and not get involved in the three
negative professions, like begging, sex work, or dancing at functions, then what was
the fourth option for me? It was to gain an education and to work someplace, and
this is exactly what I did.
31:52
MN: Yes definitely. Would you like to talk about anything else?
32:04
J: No. Just I like to emphasize on education a lot.
32:09
MN: Yes. And I completely agree with you and all the points which you have raised
are totally valid.
32:16
J: Do you want to ask anything else?
32:18
MN: No, my questions have ended. Thank you so much for taking the time out to
take this interview and to talk with me.
32:26
J: You are welcome Mahum.
32:28
MN: It was really nice talking to you. I will stay in touch with you and InshAllah (God
willing) when the link comes for the interview, I will send it to you.
32:35
J: InshAllah InshAllah do stay in touch with me.
32:39




MN: Allah Hafiz (May God be with you).
(End of interview).
